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favourite plants. Linnaeus’s 
affection for it has been well 
documented: he used it  
as a mattress and cover 
when he slept in woods 
during his journeys across 
Sweden.
This month also sees the 
opening of a new exhibition 
to celebrate Linnaeus at the 
Natural History Museum, 
Systema Metropolis, 
exploring the unseen wildlife 
in London from a number 
of sites. Created by the US 
artist, Mark Dion, it reflects 
four different environments 
within the city. Dion collected 
soil, air and water samples, 
each containing its own 
microcosm of life, including 
specimens from the famous 
Highgate cemetery, a  
local haven for wildlife. The 
small organisms found in  
these samples are at the  
heart of four installations 
evoking scientific  
environments.
As an introduction to the 
exhibition, Dion focuses 
on Linnaeus through an 
historic display of portraits, 
illustrations, specimens, 
collecting equipment and  
rare books, including a  
first edition of Linnaeus’s  
key work, Systema  
naturae. 
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Rich pickings: A new exhibition to celebrate Carl Linnaeus, at the Natural History 
Museum, includes work based on invertebrate animals collected at Highgate 
 cemetery. (Photo: EMPICS.)Q & A
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What turned you on to 
biology in the first place? I 
remember liking the science 
fairs in grammar school, 
and I am pretty sure that my 
mother still has some of those 
early project reports stored 
somewhere. However, I became 
seriously interested in science 
during my chemistry class in 
high school, which was taught 
by an outstanding teacher. 
I still remember his class 
demonstrations being very 
exciting. I think this illustrates 
the importance of educating our 
youth about science and having 
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It was during high school that 
I decided to go into science. 
In fact, I still have my college 
essay where I said that following 
my bachelor’s degree I would 
attend graduate school for a 
PhD and then pursue biomedical 
research. I guess one could say 
that I knew what I wanted early 
on, although honestly I had 
no real understanding of what 
research was about at that time. 
I am however very happy that 
I followed this career path.
If you were not a cell 
biologist, what would you be? 
Without a doubt I would be a 
child development psychologist. 
In college, my favourite arts and 
humanities classes were either 
in philosophy or psychology, 
especially neuropsychology. The 
brain is the most fascinating 
part of our bodies, and I am 
forever amazed watching the 
development of my children. You 
can almost see those neurons 
being wired as they accomplish 
each new task. I am also amazed 
by the rate at which children 
learn. I only wish I could capture 
their ability to learn, bottle it, and 
take it when needed. That would 
certainly help me in my job in 
which I never feel that I can read 
and retain enough of the rapidly 
expanding scientific literature. It 
would also make me a very rich 
woman.
What do you think about the 
‘electronic revolution’ in 
publishing? I think electronic 
publishing is great with the 
simple access to material. 
I often find that my filled-up file 
cabinets are useless because 
I can find the paper faster on 
the web. That being said, I think 
our students are losing the 
ability to really search through 
the literature, especially the 
older literature that may not be 
available on the web, and they 
never step inside the library. 
I fully support open access 
publishing, but still appreciate 
the need for journals to retain 
some time-limits on material 
before they are made freely 
available. My biggest problem 
with electronic publishing is what I call ‘abuse of the supplemental 
materials’. Initially the purpose 
of the supplemental material 
section was for authors to have a 
place to deposit supporting data, 
large datasets such as those 
from genomic and proteomic 
screens, or supplementary movie 
files. However, I see a growing 
trend for people to put more 
and more primary data into the 
supplemental material, which 
often outweighs the primary 
report. This is the fault not only 
of the authors but also of the 
reviewers and editors. Because 
it is so easy to publish additional 
material, authors feel that they 
need to include so much data to 
get it published, and reviewers 
in turn appear to feel that there 
is no limit to the number of 
additional experiments that 
they can request. The increase 
in the amount of data in the 
supplemental material section 
makes many papers difficult 
to read because the reader is 
forced to go back and forth 
between the primary paper and 
the supplemental. It also makes 
it increasingly challenging to 
publish because of the shear 
volume of data that must be 
included in a single paper. I think 
it is time for the journals to limit 
the amount of supplementary 
material. 
What are your favourite and 
least favourite parts of your 
job? My absolute favourite part 
of my job is to mentor students. 
I love to watch a young student 
develop into a sophisticated 
scientist. It is great when 
students get beyond thinking 
experimentally and learn to 
think biologically about the big 
questions. There is nothing more 
satisfying than when one of my 
students finally has the guts to 
say: “I think you are wrong, and 
this is why.” I also really love 
when I find the time to spend 
on the microscope looking at 
my students’ latest results. Of 
course it would be more fun if 
they were my results, but I don’t 
often find the time to both do 
and analyze an experiment. My 
least favourite thing is to edit 
that manuscript for the tenth 
time!What do you think are the 
biggest challenges in science 
today? That’s easy — a serious 
lack of funding. The downfall 
in funding from the NIH has 
had a tremendous impact on 
science in the United States. 
It is especially difficult at the 
moment for young scientists 
starting out in their careers. 
I am continually saddened when 
I sit on grant review panels and 
watch as young investigators are 
unable to compete effectively in 
the granting pool because their 
applications are in a pile with 
a large number of others from 
very experienced investigators. 
Furthermore it is extremely 
difficult for junior investigators 
to establish their labs. If 
universities do not start to 
accept these difficulties and find 
other ways around them, I fear 
that we are going to lose many 
young scientists who either 
give up the struggle or who are 
denied tenure because of their 
lack of ‘success’ in attracting 
funding. 
If you could host a scientific 
dinner party who would 
you invite, and what would 
you serve? I would invite Ted 
Salmon, Conly Rieder, Tim 
Mitchison, Bruce Nicklas, and 
Dick McIntosh. It is from their 
incredible contributions to 
the field of mitosis that I have 
learned so much. An hour 
discussion with any of these 
individuals is always worth 
more than weeks in the lab or 
delving through the literature. 
I would serve an Italian dinner, 
as this is my favourite food and 
the one I really like to cook. We 
would start with some crusty 
bread grilled with olive oil and 
served with fresh tomatoes and 
mushrooms. For the main course 
perhaps some veal marsala 
with homemade manicotti or 
pasta. Dessert would definitely 
include something chocolate. 
And last but certainly not least, 
I would ask Conly to bring the 
wine to enhance the dinner 
conversations. 
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